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Chapter 3 
Do You See What I See? 
Stakeholder Understandings of 
Corporate Social Responsibility 
_Colin Higgins 
School of Management and Information Systems, Victoria University 
Abstract 
Rather than attempting to integrate normative and instrumental perspectives about 
corporate social responsibility, this chapter suggests that it is necessary to explore 
the underlying structural tensions that sit behind competing perspectives. Taking a 
social constructionist approach to CSR theorising, this chapter encourages readers 
to question how and why some views have come to be taken for granted, and whose 
interests are privileged in such processes. 
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Introduction 
The social responsibility of business has interested practitioners and researchers for 
decades (Bradley 1987; Clark 1916), resulting in the development of a number of 
different and sometimes competing perspectives about this phenomenon. 
Normative views about how businesses should respond, and the way they have 
responded, vary. Recently, business organisations have experimented with social 
and environmental reporting mechanisms, which have contributed further 
complexity to the meaning and activity of corporate social responsibility. 
This complexity has been considered problematic and many attempts have been 
made to overcome it. Often this has involved searching for an objective basis to 
corporate social responsibility and/or the development of models that integrate the 
perspectives, such as corporate social performance. Success in overcoming the 
difficulties, however, remains elusive. 
Rather than seeking integration, this chapter challenges the need to align the 
competing perspectives and establish an objective basis for corporate social 
responsibility. Using a social constructionist (Crotty 1998) approach, the 
stakeholder perspectives highlighted raise awareness that different perspectives, 
each with implications for the behaviour expected of business organisations and the 
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role of the stakeholder exist. Such awareness encourages reflection about how 
some ideas come to be taken for granted. 
The first part of this chapter provides an overview of some of the difficulties 
regularly raised within the corporate social responsibility literature, and considers 
the contribution of social/environmental reporting to the resolution and/or 
exacerbation of these. The issues justify a social constructionist approach, and an 
overview of the approach and methods employed in this study are provided in the 
second part of this chapter. The specific fmdings of the research are then discussed, 
along with the implications and value of research conducted in this way for 
corporate social responsibility. 
Background and Literature Review 
A number of perspectives about the social responsibility of business have 
developed since the 1950s (Birch 2001; Carroll, 1999). These include: moral and 
philosophical or amoral and practical approaches (Frederick 1994); avoiding harm 
or being pro-active (Simon, Powers & Gunnemann 1997); legal/illegal or 
responsible/irresponsible behaviour (Dalton & Cosier, 1982); integrated corporate 
social performance models (Carroll 1979; Wartick & Cochrane 1985); and, more 
recently, corporate citizenship (Andriof & Mcintosh 2001; Birch 2001; Mcintosh, 
Leipziger, Jones, & Coleman 1998; Waddock 2002). Mahon & McGowan (1994) 
suggest the main differences between these include: when (the time frame to be 
considered when evaluating social responsibility); where (the boundaries around an 
organisation's obligations to society); who (judges whether an organisation is 
socially responsible); and what (is the common good or social responsibility)? 
Sometimes corporate social responsibility is presented as being evolutionary. 
Models such as corporate social performance and corporate citizenship incorporate 
previous contributions such as stakeholder theory. Further, Hay & Gray (1974) 
suggest that social responsibility has "gone through three distinct phases ... each 
new phase did not replace the earlier phase, but ... to some degree incorporate[s] 
essential parts of all three phases of the concept" (p. 141 ). 
The complexity that has developed as a result of these contributions has raised 
some concerns. These include: problems associated with developing a coherent 
business and society theory (Kast & Rosenweig 1985; Wartick & Cochrane 1985; 
Wood 1991); difficulties in providing guidance for decision-making within 
organisations (Frederick 1994); and problems evaluating socially responsible 
business activity (Sethi 1975). 
Evolutionary understandings of social responsibility and integrated models, while 
motivated by an attempt to overcome the difficulties, seem to brush over them. 
Swanson (1995), for example, highlights that moral justification and trade-off 
problems have not gone away with the development of corporate social 
performance models (see also Swanson 1999). 
It also needs to be considered whether practice and theory are aligned. Surveys of 
business organisations consistently reveal enlightened self interest approaches to. 
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social responsibility (Birch & Batten 2001; Lee 2003). Further, contemporary ideas 
about corporate social responsibility are present in early writings (see Clark 1916) 
and in Victorian business practice (see Bradley 1987 and Cannon 1994). 
In terms of business practice, business organisations, particularly in Western 
Europe and Australasia, have been experimenting with economic, social and/or 
environmental reporting (hereafter referred to as 'Triple Bottom Line' TBL 
reporting). Wheeler and Elkington (2001) observe that "in just five years, social 
reporting [has] moved from a fringe activity pioneered by socially conscious but 
non-mainstream companies into a credible and· serious practice embraced by a 
number of major corporations" (p. 4). TBL reporting is considered a valuable 
mechanism for improving an organisation's economic, social and/or environmental 
performance (although see Tinker, Lehman, & Neimark 1991, for a radical critique 
ofthis practice). 
The development of guidelines and methodologies for TBL reporting present a 
further articulation of corporate social responsibility, often described as sustainable 
development. This understanding is similar to corporate social performance and 
corporate citizenship models. The emphasis is usually on integrating economic, 
social and environmental activities, and doing so in a way that incorporates 
principles and practices (see, for example, Spiller 1999). As with the responsibility 
literature, there are questions about the extent to which theory and practice are 
aligned (see, for example, Bebbington 2001; Gray 2001; Milne, Tregida & Walton 
2003). 
A close review of the responsibility and reporting literatures reveals that most of it 
has been undertaken within what Burrell and Morgan (1979) refer to as the 
Functionalist paradigm. Although there are exceptions, a large part of the social 
responsibility literature has been occupied with discovering 'what' is socially 
responsible (see above) and that once done, this will 'unlock' cohesive business 
and society relations (see, for example, Donaldson 1982; Friedman 1970; Levitt 
1958; Spiller 1999). Similarly predictable relationships between reporting and 
responsibility are common in the reporting literature, especially among proponents 
of a 'business case'. Reporting along certain lines, including various indicators and 
stakeholder engagement will, it is argued, lead to organisational success (see, for 
example, NZBCSD, 2002). 
A Functional approach to researching business and society has provided 
researchers with much, but it has also shaped the definition of research problems. 
Burrell and Morgan (1979) suggest that "[ d]ifferent theories [or approaches to 
conducting research] tend to reflect different perspectives, issues and problems 
worthy of study, and are generally based upon a whole set of assumptions which 
reflect a particular view of the nature of the subject under investigation" (p. 1 0). It 
is not surprising therefore that research conducted within a Functionalist paradigm 
would seek to integrate the various perspectives and solve the problems of 
decision-making and evaluation. 
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Research Approach 
The approach taken in this chapter moves away from the Functionalist paradigm 
and takes a social constructionist (Crotty 1998) or radical humanist (Burrell & 
Morgan, 1979) approach to questions of corporate social responsibility. Because of 
this, it questions whether it is possible to establish an objective basis to corporate 
social responsibility (ie what constitutes a 'good' company), and doubts there is 
such a thing called 'society', available for empirical study, to reveal the truth about 
its expectations. Instead, the meaning of concepts such as corporate social 
responsibility depend upon taken for granted cultural assumptions that differ 
between people, time and place. In other words, the 'truth' is never fixed and can 
never be discovered. It can and always will be different. It is therefore not possible 
to say that any particular understanding is right and another is wrong. 
Rather than viewing the complexity of corporate social responsibility and the 
difficulties of alignment as a problem, this approach views these as representative 
of struggles between groups and individuals within society as they seek to establish 
their understandings of corporate social responsibility. Attention moves away from 
trying to integrate the perspectives to revealing understandings that may be 
overlooked. This is important and valuable as Jorgensen and Phillips (2002) 
suggest that alternative social constructions have consequences for action and 
behaviour. Further, it "would seem inevitably to lead to recognition of conflicting 
preferences and interpretations, and would thereby sensitize observers to how some 
preferences are institutionalized over others" (Stablein & Nord 1985, p. 20). 
This research used a 'close range/determination' form of discourse analysis 
(Alvesson & Karreman 2000) to reveal how corporate social responsibility is 
understood by some stakeholders of a specific business organisation. Eight 
directors of social or environmental groups, ranging from NGOs, unions, political 
parties and activist groups were interviewed during 2005. They were asked to 
reflect on the particular articulation of corporate social responsibility expressed by 
the Royal Dutch/Shell Group of Companies in their 2004 Meeting the Energy 
Challenge report. Subjecting the participants to this single articulation potentially 
sharpened the focus of the stakeholders' understandings as they had something 
specific (from among the various perspectives that exist) to reflect against. What's 
more, all participants were exposed to the same corporate report, thus providing a 
greater opportunity to reveal the extent of different perspectives that exist, even 
considering the same organisation and its issues. 
The groups interviewed were selected on the basis of their explicit or implicit 
recognition by Shell, and also their identification with key social and 
environmental issues currently facing New Zealand society (such as climate 
change). Seven of these eight in-depth, semi-structured interviews, lasting between 
one and two hours, were taped and transcribed. 
As suggested, this form of discourse analysis sought understandings about 
corporate social responsibility. Based on the understandings that emerged, 
behaviour expected of the business organisation consistent with this understanding 
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was also generated. The role of stakeholders according to different understandings 
of corporate social responsibility was also revealed. 
The perspectives generated are not viewed as objective accounts of the 'truth', but 
as a reflection of how "people ... describe, explain, or otherwise account for the 
world (including themselves) in which they live" (Gerge, 1985, p. 266). The point 
of revealing these understandings is not to evaluate the different perspectives or to 
seek to integrate them, but to highlight alternative understandings and to discuss 
the implications of these perspectives for the understanding and operation of 
corporate social responsibility. 
Results and Discussion 
Stakeholders constructed corporate social responsibility in a number of different 
ways, each with implications for the behaviour expected of the business 
organisation and their role as stakeholders. 
Micro Social Responsibility: A focus on fundamental organisational 
behaviour 
One understanding of corporate social responsibility related to fundamental aspects 
of the organisation's operations. A social stakeholder made the point that: 
At the moment, we have a lot of engagement, but we'd far rather see 
them putting some money into programmes for their workers to make 
life easier for them, than having to work shifts and all the other things, 
and just dishing out money in the community (Soc 3). 
In terms of the behaviour expected of business organisations, it was important that 
what was said and done was consistent and comprehensive. The same social 
stakeholder suggested that "I think [the report about their activities is) believable, 
but I think it's superficial" (Soc 3). Providing an example about employment 
practices, this social stakeholder commented further that: 
When you look at their conditions in terms of how they recognise their 
cultural responsibilities in a bereavement situation or their sick leave, 
which is really tightly managed and quite mean from the standards, 
that doesn't for me mean you're being socially responsible (Soc 3). 
An environmental stakeholder concurred about the importance of embedding this 
in the organisation, suggesting that: 
What I would be looking at would how they're trying to drill this down, 
whatever their key objectives are, into the company. How they are 
actually trying to change the culture within the company. What are 
they doing in terms of KPis, in terms of the key issues? Are these 
actually being built into KPis? (Env 2) 
There was a feeling that big changes were required within organisations. This was 
often hampered because of "internal forces ranging from lethargy to hostility" (Soc 
1) and that "companies are very big things and the message gets lost" (Env 2). 
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Those interviewed tended to view themselves as 'experts' or 'guardians' of the 
social/environmental landscape, but had different views about their role in 
affecting changes within organisations. One took the role of a critic or watch-dog, 
suggesting it was necessary to "keep up external pressure" (Soc 1 ). 
Another, who is a strong advocate ofbusiness-community partnerships, favoured a 
collaborative, joint approach, and focused on questions such as: 
How well are they going in terms of addressing those issues? So, are 
there ways that we can actually add value? Are there ways that we can 
enhance their peiformance in certain areas? Are there ways that we 
can provide advice? Or are there ways that, or are there issues that, 
we are really a little concerned about (Env 2). 
Macro Social Responsibility: A system-level focus 
The majority of those interviewed thought about corporate social responsibility in 
relation to the work they were doing on broad, macro social and environmental 
issues. An environmental stakeholder described, for example, the types of issues 
that they are occupied with: 
The two areas that probably we are very concerned about, the 
mechanisms and the level of subsidies for what we'd call 'dirty 
industries' particularly from Europe. And we'd be concerned about the 
WTO interpretation about trade, where people, governments can't 
actually regulate, or put any constraints against things, things that 
have undesirable outcomes"(p. 9-10) (Env 1) 
Business organisations were viewed as only one participant in the articulation and 
resolution of these issues. Discussing the sometimes limited or naive response of 
business organisations to social and environmental issues, one stakeholder 
indicated the role of other participants in society, also: 
The trouble is the [business organisations] don't see the relevance of 
various human rights standards to ... express their declarations. And 
they're not alone in this, 1 mean I don 't want to single corporales out 
in a way, it's also true of government departments (Soc 1) 
Within this broad, macro understanding, three different perspectives emerged about 
the role and responsibility of business organisations. These were that: business has 
specific obligations associated with their operations, business is the provider of 
resources, and business is a corporate citizen. 
Business has specific obligations. Business organisations have specific and 
particular obligations to issues confronting society, such as changing their 
behaviour in response to important and pressing issues (Soc 1 ). One stakeholder 
commented, for example, that business organisations should establish: 
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Some sort of forward looking component that demonstrated that our 
goal is in five year's time we have set ourselves X and Y in terms of 
renewables, and we have made a commitment that we're not going to 
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do this and this anymore and we're going to be move to be doing 
that ... it's that kind of thing (Env 2). 
For stakeholders, their role was again that of watch-dog and critic. Their activities 
involved monitoring and mounting external pressure to affect change, the issues are 
defined externally and little latitude is given to the business organisation to 
articulate or define the issues. The business organisation was expected to 'play 
their part' in the resolution of broad social and environmental problems. 
Business is the provider of resources. Business organisations had a responsibility 
as the provider of resources they had in their possession, such as money (Soc 2), 
leadership (Env 1) or technological innovation (Env 1 ). An environmental 
stakeholder pointed out that, for example: 
We've actually just launched an energy report this week, really saying 
move to wind for electricity generation ... and at this stage, we haven't 
really done an analysis of corporales in terms of who might be a 
player in that ... it could be Shell (Env 1). 
The 'resource provider' view of corporate social responsibility casts stakeholders 
as having the knowledge, the mandate, and the expertise to address the important 
issues. In doing so, however, they lack the resources to achieve what needs to be 
done. In this way, a particular and specific role for business beyond the provision 
of resources is not required or desired. 
This is partly for pragmatic reasons. One stakeholder suggested, for example, that 
"we try and pick, pick what you can have best impact on" (Env 1 ). There is also a 
perception that business organisations don't actually have an interest or desire to 
contribute more broadly. There was, for example, a "tendency of the corporate ... to 
want to have it very clearly defined and so they will come in and support the 
appeal" (Soc 2). 
This understanding frames behaviour for the stakeholder. Stakeholders become 
interested in relationship building (Soc 2) and identifying "allies" (Env 2). This 
involved a fairly slow, long-term and unstructured process of relationship building 
to secure the resources that were needed to continue the work of the stakeholder. 
Despite this, the importance of the relationship was fairly one-sided. The 
stakeholder maintained their interest in business as a provider of resources, and 
there appeared to very little interest in what the organisation was doing per se. 
Characteristic of views expressed was this by one social stakeholder: 
I can't believe at some stage questions weren't asked about Nigeria 
and all those other things that have cropped up in the past. It's known 
that some organisations have rejected Shell because of those 
experiences. I can't believe that their heads are in the sand and 
haven't thought about it. But you've got to have a very strong 
conviction of the absolute about something to turn away a couple of 
hundred thousand dollars for the charity (p. 11) (Soc 2). 
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In relation to the organisation's economic, social, and environmental performance 
revealed in their reporting efforts, which is, arguably, focused towards social and 
environmental responsibility, one stakeholder was almost dismissive: 
I think they're worthy and they do give value, they do give a value. 
Directly it doesn't affect our relationship, whether they have one of 
these or not [although] it's the kind of thing we would keep copies 
around the place, it gives us a talking point when we talk about Shell 
(p. 8) (Soc 2) 
Business is a corporate citizen. Business organisations have a responsibility, along 
with everyone else in society, to participate in a less-defined way in ill-defined 
issues. This view suggests that the role and responsibilities of stakeholders was a 
similarly citizen-oriented. One social stakeholder revealed, for example: 
We thought that if we could bring together the wide range of people 
interested in human rights and across the spectrum, people interested 
in economic, social and cultural rights, as well as some people 
interested in domestic human rights issues, as well as international 
human rights issues, then we could develop more useful collaborative 
partnerships, within the community on human rights (Soc 1). 
In the 'business as a provider of resources' and 'business is a corporate citizen' 
views, less attention is directed toward fundamental organisational change, except 
where this would emerge out of a broader process of social change. 
Conclusion and Implications 
This chapter has revealed that, even in relation to one specific business 
organisation, at least four different understandings about corporate social 
responsibility exist, each with different behaviour expected of the business 
organisation, and different roles for the stakeholder. 
While awareness of different perspectives is not new, rather than viewing them as a 
basis for integration, this chapter encourages practitioners and academics to reflect 
on the implications of appreciating and embracing diversity in perspectives. 
In terms of guidance for managers, integrating the various perspectives is not 
necessarily desired by stakeholders. In fact, integration may gloss over the very 
concerns at the heart of stakeholders' interests. Appreciating diversity in 
perspective encourages stakeholder engagement and suggests that socially 
responsible behaviour may be a collaborative and negotiated phenomenon with 
implications for who has the right to be involved in these discussions. 
In terms of business and society theory, considering that it is not possible to say 
that any of these perspectives are right or wrong, revealing alternative perspectives 
highlights the implications of different understandings. What's more, such 
awareness encourages reflection about how some understandings come to be taken 
for granted, or remain largely unquestioned. The interests of business 
organisations, for example, are often privileged in corporate social responsibility 
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discussions. The importance of profitability is not often questioned. In light of the 
observations made in this chapter, research attention could focus on how some 
understandings of corporate social responsibility come to be taken for granted, and 
how these understandings are reproduced and maintained. The increasing use of 
TBL reporting provides a concrete opportunity to reflect on the role in this practice 
in maintaining or challenging these notions. 
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